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MILITARY INVOLVEMENT IN THE DRUG WAR —-
JUST SAY NO!

The “War on Drugs” has, for three decades, been the term used to refer to the
efforts to nd the Unated States of the scourge of illegal narcotics use and all the attendant
problems which flow from this hornifying social problem. But who should fight this war?
Past Presidents have engaged the mulitary to halt the flow of illegal drugs into the United
States, the rationale bemng that if you can hmt the supply of drugs, use will drop
sigmficantly.

But 1s the mulitary the right instrument to use in this “war”® This paper postts that it
is not. The paper will detail the background of military and DoD mnvolvement mn narcotics
mterdiction, address the mmpact that interdiction efforts have had on illegal drug use n the
United States, present reasons why the military should not be involved in the mterdiction

effort, and suggest possible alternative means to combat the drug problem 1n the Cruted

States.

BACKGROUND:

Although 1illegal drug use has been an 1ssue 1 the United States since shortly before
the Civil War, this use was confined to a relatively small percentage of the population, and
public concern was hmited. With the advent of the counterculture of the 1960’s, the use
of illegal drugs spread throughout the general population. Concern about the availability
of drugs then became a White House 1ssue In 1962, President John F. Kennedy held the
first White House Conference on Narcotics and Drug Abuse The Nixon Admumstration

actually launched the “War on Drugs” seting up the Special Action Office for Drug Abuse



Prevention 1n 1971 and later, in 1973 establishing the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA).
“The 1980’s also saw the first appearance of crack in the nation’s mner cities. . . In
response to the spread of drug use Reagan increased funding for the drug war from $1.5
billion when he came to office m 1981 to $2.75 billion in 1985 »* President Bush escalated
the fight against illegal drug use and in lus September 5, 1989, televised address Bush
called drugs “the gravest threat facing our nation today.” Funding for the war on drugs
“increased by nearly 80 percent during the Bush administration. By fiscal 1992, federal
funding stood at $11.9 billion. . according to at least one expert, the war on drugs was a
political reaction to public frustration over the spread of crack cocaine ™

The 1986 National Secunity Decision Directive (NSDD) 221, signed by President
Reagan referred to mternational narcotics trafficking as a “threat to United States national
secunity.” As a result he expanded the number of national drug enforcers to mclude the
Departments of Defense, Treasury, Transportation, Justice and State, the Central
Intelligence Agency, and the National Secunity Agency The NSDD directed “the mulitary
to actively support, for the first time, a range of international counternarcotics activities
such as the planming and execution of large anti-drug operations, mtelligence collection.
combined exercises, the traming of foreign military forces, and technical and matenal
support to foreign governments.”

In 1989, the National Defense Authorization Act became public law. This law
assigned the Department of Defense the mission of assisting 1n reducing the flow of illegal

drugs into the United States, specifically to serve as the smgle lead agency responsible for

! Mary H Cooper, “War on Drugs,” The CQ Researcher 19 March 1993 250
% Cooper251

3 Kate Doyle, “The Mihtanzation of the Drug War 1in Mexaco,” Current History February, 1993 84




the detection and monttoring of aenal and mantime transit of illegal drugs mto the US.
The Secretary of Defense, mn hus 15 September 1989 Gudance for Implementation of the
President’s National Drug Control Strategy stated that detection and countening of the
production, trafficking, and use of illegal drugs were now high-priority national secunty
musstons. DoD orgamzations were directed to support the Law Enforcement Agencies and
host nations 1n therr attack on the drug flow at the source, in transit, and within the United
States The Commanders in Chief (CINCs) of the Umified and Specified (U&S)
commands were directed to elevate the prionty of the counterdrug mission.

The Clinton White House announced a 1994 National Drug Control Strategy that
stipulates that vanous agencies should cooperate to attack drug proliferation in various
ways, simultaneously. In response, the Defense Department has refocused its pohcy. Iis
russion elements now include:

* Increased support to nations demonstrating the pohitical will to combat
narcotrafficking.

* Bringing mulitary intelligence capabilities to antidrug efforts, mncluding
those of the Drug Enforcement Agency, against the cartels.

* Detecting and monitonng illegal drug transport

* Supporting domestic law-enforcement agencies, particularly in high
mtensity drug trafficking arcas

* Continung military drug testing and education programs.*
The mulitary assets being used to conduct anti-drug operations in accordance with this

National Drug Control Strategy include: intelhigence resources, US Air Force and Navy

* “Milhtary’s Counterdrug Policy Restructured ” JAMA, June 1, 1994 1639
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carly warning aircraft, Air Force or Awr National Guard interceptor arrcraft and naval

vessels.

IMPACT OF INTERDICTION:

“Despite $100 billion spent simce 1981, drugs are just as easy to get from an
unending supply of dealers. . . and they are often cheaper than they were a decade ago.””
In a war such as the drug war, the ultimate measure of success is the amount of drugs
available on the streets i the United States and the price of these drugs. Statement after
statement on the current drug use situation reflects the failure of interdiction and other
supply-oriented programs to stop the flow of illegal drugs into this country. “If the
availability of illegal drugs is the principal measure of success, the effectiveness of the war
on drugs s less clear. With the exception of maryuana, where nising prices suggest a
tightening of supplies, drugs are just as easy to obtain i most cities today as they were a
decade ago.”™ Herom prices are falling and supplies are plentiful. “Interdiction has had
little impact on the supply of cocaine. The suppliers maintain large stocks, all down the
chan of distribution, ready to be drawn upon if supply is disrupted. Indeed, occasional
shortages may help to mamtamn retail prices and, according to GAO, smuggler’s profits are
so high that they can easily absorb occasional losses.””

Interdiction efforts have, 1 fact, forced the cartels to become more innovative in
shipping therr products. And this innovation has caused more problems, rather than less

for law enforcement officials. Cartels are now mowving therr goods through the commercial

f “Fighting the Right Drug War,” editontal, U S News and World Report 26 Apnl, 1993 74
° Cooper 245

7 «“High 1n the Andes,” The Economust 13 February, 1993 46




cargo system, often times using containenized cargo shipments to hide the drugs. The
difficulty of mnterdicting these types of shipments 1s enormous “In 1991, for example, 1.8
mullion containers arrived in the Port of Newark alone, but US customs inspectors there
were able to search thoroughly only 15-18 containers a day ”* Additionally, drug cartels
are constantly diversifying their products, often mtroducing new, more potent, illegal
substances mto the US market Perhaps the most teliing statement on the value of
interdiction efforts comes from Army General Barry McCaffrey, Commander, Southern
Command, which spends $153 million a year on activities to halt the supply of drugs into
the US. “The United States 1s spending $13 billion a year to stop the importation and sale
of illegal drugs, but the expenditure and effort yields little.” Generally, the consensus
appears to be that mterdiction efforts have had limuted success. Faint praise for an
expensive national program using resources increasingly mn demand for other national

secunty and domestic 1ssues.

SHOULD THE MILITARY FIGHT THIS WAR?:

Since the end of the Cold War, multary and cvilian thinkers alike have been
attempting to define the role of the military m this changing world. There is no easy
formula available to decide where and when to use US forces, but leading policy makers
have agreed on gmdelnes. The National Security Strategy of the United States pubhshed

n February, 1995, reflect these guidelines  Thus strategy of Engagement and Enlargement

¢ Stephen Flynn, “Worldwide Drug Scourge, The Expanding Trade m Iiictt Drugs,” The Brookings Review,
Winter, 1993 9

? Wilham Matthews, “A Busy ‘94 for the US Say the CINCS/ Here’s What They Expect This Year,” The
Navy Tumes, 27 February 1995




recogmzes that there will be many demands on the US muhtary; but resource constramnts
mandate that we be selectrive n the mulitary operations m which we choose to participate.
Where wital mnterests (1.e. survival) are at stake, the question of the use of military forces is
clear-cut. But 1t 1s when we come to the cases where important, but not wvital mnterests are
threatened where the line becomes blurry “In such cases, military forces should only be
used 1f they advance US mterests, they are likely to be able to accomplish their objectives,
the costs and nisks of their employment are commensurate with the mterests at stake, and

other means have been tried and failed to achieve our objective.”*®

The strategy continues
to state that we should also only use US mulitary forces when the mission is clear and we
have identified timelines and milestones that will indicate success or failure, and we have a
clearly defined exat strategy Whenever possible, we should seek the assistance and
mvolvement of our alhes.

The drug war does not fit these criteria and therefore the military should not fight
this war The interdiction effort has not been successful in removing the drugs from the
streets of America, the use of the military mn an unsuccessful mterdiction program 1s an
unwise use of an mstrument that is being asked to expand 1ts mussions with fewer
resources. Finally, the military was used as an instrument of first resort -- not last resort.
The armed forces was viewed as an easy fix to a complex problem, some would say the
mulitary was used as a political pawn 1n the drug war to give the appearance that political

adminsstrations were serious about the problem and were doing something concrete to fix

it.

19 A National Secunty Strategy of Engagement and Enlargement, February, 1995 12
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Perhaps an even stronger argument agamst the use of the mulitary 1s the lack of a
clear mission objective and desired end state  According to Casper Wemberger “A clear
mulitary objectve -- not just a vague mjunction to stop the drug traffickers -- must be

spectfied.”™ Stop the drug traffickers -- How? Stop them completely or by a certamn
percentage? Stop only those trafficking i cocamne or go after the marijuana traffickers?
Should we only concentrate on the western henmsphere or should we go after the heroin
trade from the Far East? Should we attempt to seal the US borders? When will the drug
war be won? These questions do not have defimitive answers and without answers, how 1s
the mihitary to design a force and a strategy to effectively and efficiently fight this war?
Clausewrtz m his treatise “On War” emphasizes the importance of identifying the
enemy’s center of gravity — “the point agamst which all our energies should be directed ™
What 1s the center of gravity in the drug war? “One of the prime reasons why 1t 1s so
difficult to find the center of grawvity 1s that to a great extent the enemy is a market of
hundreds of thousands of peasant producers, processors, runners, traffickers, and
managers who are responding to the high profits of a large market m North America and
Europe " Compounding the problem 1s the flexibility that drug traffickers appear to have.
Close down one route mnto the United States and another route 1s found, destroy drug
processing plants and others are bult; seize trafficker aircraft or boats and others are
bought: mterdict one shipment of cocaine and ten others get through  Arrest three drug

“mules” and more are hired. Without a clear mission objective, without a center of

gravity against which to concentrate its forces, without a definable successful end state the

! Kenneth Sharpe, “The Mihtary, the Drug War and Democracy mn Lagn Amenca. What Would
Clausewntz Tell Us?” _Small Wars and Insurgencigs, Vol 4, #3 Winter 1993 60
% Carl Von Clgusewitz, On War, Princefon Pnnpeton UP, 1976) 703
* Sharpe 81




military 1s the wrong mstrument of power to use m the fight against drugs Concentrating

on the supply side of the problem has falled The US needs a new strategy

HOWTO WINA “WAR” WITHOUT THE MILITARY

The drug war has two sides, the supply side agamst which the mterdiction strategy
has been focused, and the demand side. Itis clear that Americans have a desire to buy
and use drugs. As long as Americans have the money and desire for drugs, the suppliers
will find a way to move drugs mto the Umited States. Throughout the 1980°s and early
1990’s the national drug strategy focus has been on the supply side: “70 percent of the
1991 federal anti-drug dollars are invested in supply reduction programs; only 30 percent
target demand.”™* It 1s time to reverse this ratio. We need to accept the fact that drug
abuse is a domestic problem and we need to marshall all our forces to attack this problem
much as we are attacking the deficit or unemployment or mflation.

“Almost all experts now agree that the best hope for success 1s to tum from
interdiction to prevention and treatment.”® In looking at the demand side of the drug war,
there are several options that are worth serious consideraion No one option will solve the
problem However, used in combnation these options have a chance of success

The first option is education. Amernica’s youth must be convinced of the
destructive potential of illegal drugs The United States has made great stnndes in reducing

the use of tobacco and alcohol. This was done through extensive education n our

' Sharpe 63
1> “Fighting the Raght Drug War,” editonal, U S News and World Report, 26 Apnl 1992
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schools, and by media campaigns aimed at America’s young people. The same approach
should be used for 1llegal drugs.

A second option is treatment and rehabilitation Treatment programs should be
available m our prisons to try to break the cycle of drug use amongst nmates before they
are placed back on the streets. There should be treatment programs freely available in our
communities and first-time users or low-level offenders should be placed nto these
treatment programs rather than in jail.

We need to rebuild our mner cities and provide jobs for inner city youth. This
option could help to remove some of the social ills that encourage young people to
experiment with drugs and become low level pushers. “Federal drug policy must also
confront the fact that many drug dealers and users will not ‘just say no to drugs’ unless
they have something better to say ‘yes’ to, such as decent jobs, decent schools, and a
chance for a decent life.”®

We need to be looking to the sociologists, the mental health professionals and the
medical community to work with our elected leaders and citizens to develop and fund
mnovative programs. If drug use m Amenica 1s truly a national secunty threat, we must to
take that threat seriously -- lip service will not solve the problem.

There 1s however, still a need to look at the supply side of the problem. But a
different tact 1s needed. The US needs to be mn the lead of an mternational effort to
combat drug production. Drugs have become a global problem. They disrupt national
economues and threaten democracies. International economic and diplomatic leverage

needs to be coordmnated and brought to bear against drug producing and transshipment

'* Sharpe 83
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countriecs The drug trade should be considered along with other transnational problems
such as weapons of mass destruction, environmental 1ssues and migration problems
Although a center of grawvity in the drug trade 1s difficult to identify, there 1s one
aspect of drug trafficking that may be vulnerable to attack -- the money Individuals and
governments are mvolved in drug trade because 1t 1s profitable. Attack the profits and you
hurt the traffickers. An attack against the money will require a coordinated international
effort as drug money 1s laundered and mvested woridwide. Inteiligence organizations,
working with the DEA and other law enforcement agencies, should be at the forefront of

this effort

CONCLUSION.

Military success in the drug war has been limited. It 1s not for lack of effort or
resources that it has not worked. It 1s that the inherent nature of the drug problem does not
lend itself to a simple, straight forward use of force solution. Lack of clear goals,
restrictions on the use of the mihtary such as posse comtatus, lack of a defined end state,
no dentifiable measures of success, and a mis-identification of the root of the problem
doomed the mnterdiction effort to failure from the beginning. In a world today in which the
military is being asked to bear more and more of the burdens of solving traditional and
non-traditional problems, with less and less resources 1t should concentrate its efforts in

areas where 1t can make a difference - and “just say no” to the drug war.



